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Campaign Backgrounder

The first week of February � February 1 - 6, 1999 � has been designated National Consumer
Protection Week.

National Consumer Protection Week? What�s that?

Here�s the story. Last summer, a group of consumer affairs colleagues met informally to figure out a way
to highlight consumer protection and education efforts around the country. The group, which included
representatives from federal, state and local organizations as well as national advocacy organizations,
thought National Consumer Protection Week could continue the tradition begun by the U.S. Office of
Consumer Affairs, which for years had sponsored National Consumers Week. The reason: consumer
fraud is big business. Marketing and telecommunications advances in the Information Age have given
everyone, even con artists, the power to boost the sophistication and reach of a sales pitch. Fraud
promoters now masquerade as national firms, using telemarketing, direct mail, television and the Internet
to reach consumers. Thanks to personal computers, desktop publishing software and affordable video
equipment, bogus pitches have the look of legitimacy, and can lure millions of consumers to take the
bait. In short, fraud promoters pose a significant threat to consumers and to the economy.

Tradition with a Twist

The emphasis for the first annual National Consumer Protection Week is credit fraud. The subject
seemed a natural. That�s because it is based on information from consumers. According to the Federal
Trade Commission�s Consumer Response Center, consumers write, call and e-mail the FTC with more
questions and concerns about credit and credit fraud than any other topic. Other organizations report
similar experiences.

Credit fraud results in particular problems: It raises interest rates, increases financial service fees, and
can even put our homes at risk. Indeed, it takes a fraudulent actor only minutes to destroy a solid credit
record that may have taken an honest consumer years to build.

Whether consumers are in the red or the black, they must be alert to the possibility of credit fraud.
That�s not as easy as it sounds. Credit fraud can be difficult to detect because transactions can be
complicated and essential information may be hidden or undisclosed. In addition, credit fraud appears in
many forms: abusive lending practices, stolen credit cards, hijacked credit identities, advance-fee loan
scams, and "guaranteed" credit repair flim-flams, to name a few. In any form, it is hazardous to one�s
financial health and well-being.
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The increased access to capital that Americans currently enjoy underscores the importance of
understanding consumer credit and the potential for credit fraud. Because we know that the most
effective consumer protection is education, National Consumer Protection Week seeks to urge all
Americans to Know the Rules and Use the Tools to use credit wisely and be alert to credit fraud.

Get Into It

Credit fraud as a subject resonated among public and private sector organizations, which have
answered the call to participate in a variety of exciting ways. From announcing law enforcement actions
and creating web links to creating and disseminating brochures, quizzes, posters, flyers, and press
releases about credit fraud and related subjects, NCPW partners are helping to get the word out.
Organizations that do not normally focus on credit fraud have been encouraged to think creatively about
their contributions to the week � for example, to seize the opportunity to educate their own employees
on various aspects of the subject. Two contests also have served to highlight consumer protection and
education efforts. One will recognize achievement by a non-professional consumer advocate; the other
will recognize outstanding efforts designed for the week. Winners will be announced in February.

National Consumer Protection Week? Get into it. It�s easy, and it�s important. For more information �
and for materials to download for your own use � visit the NCPW page at www.consumer.gov.
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